Lotus Sutra (Part 3): Questions and Answers 



§ 1. Question About Compassion 

Compassion has to operate together with wisdom. Compassion without wisdom gets 
not only you into trouble but it can also get the people that you are trying to help 
into trouble. Therefore, it has to go hand in hand with wisdom. But I cannot teach 
everything at once. Today we have concentrated on compassion. When we look at 
the Perfection of Wisdom Discourses, then we will learn a little bit of wisdom and we 
will see how wisdom has to go hand in hand with compassion. 

§ 2. Question About the Activity of the Buddha 

What is happening here in this classroom and at the IBC? This is all part of the 
Buddha's activity. Every time somebody comes up with the idea that I should work 
for other living beings, that I should try to help other living beings, every time 
someone comes up with unselfish thought, every time someone comes up with 
loving kindness for other living beings, every time people decide not to retaliate, not 
to be violent, be patient, and everything virtuous and positive that we do is an 
expression, a manifestation of the Buddha activity. The presence of the Buddha in the 
world is responsible for everything that is peaceful and positive, and aspires for 
understanding and for knowledge. These are all expression of the Buddha, the 
manifestation of the Buddha. 

Well, there might be lot of things that are not positive. Are those things also activities 
of the Buddhas? That is sometimes difficult to say or answer. They may be not 
positive now but may in long term be beneficial for living beings. But the fact is that 
in the case of the Mahayana, whatever positive we do, whatever good we do for 
ourselves and for others, these are the power and energy of the Buddha. The Buddha 
activity is everywhere present. 

§ 3. Question about Christianity & Buddhism 

One good thing in Christianity is, they teach people to love their neighbors and to be 
unselfish and so forth. The fact is that it is a minor co-incidence in the middle of the 
sea of differences. In a sense, Christian compassion apart from its inclinations 
towards altruism, teaching about loving your neighbors as yourself is incidentally not 
so very different from other tradition. The moralities of all the major religions are the 
same. Confucius also said, "do not do onto other people as you do not want others 
do onto you." Buddhism says the same thing, so also Christianity. The emphasis on 
love and so forth in Christianity is somewhat similar. 

Let me put this way. Christian love tends to somewhat contempt, "I am saved; you 
are not. You poor thing, I will save you." The Buddhists say that none of us are saved. 
We all are on the same boat, let help each other. Then there are other differences. 
The bottom line is you should have faith in Jesus. You can be a awful person, a 
terrible person, you can commit endless crime, but before you die, if you get the 
right moment, not being too late and develop faith in Jesus then you go to heaven 
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even if you have killed hundreds of people and are a awful person. So there are 
fundamental flaws in Christianity that is why I gave up Christianity when I was 
thirteen. It has some precious nuggets like love your neighbor and so forth, but it has 
so many defects. 

The Christians, I have heard, saying that the problem of Buddhism is that they don't 
have love and compassion. That is nonsense. What about the four Brahmaviharas? 
Christianity teaches love, which is great, but Christianity also directly, or personally, 
responsible for some of the most brutal oppressions and conflicts that have taken 
place in the world in form of crusades, the continuous colonization of Latin America. 
Unfortunately, lot of crimes too have been committed by the Buddhists but not by 
Buddhism, not in the name of Buddhism. So it is not justifiable to point out that the 
Mahayana criticizes Christianity. 

Mahayana believes that we are all potentially Buddhas and that the Buddha is in our 
hearts and in our minds. But that is a different thing. Also the Buddha and Jesus are 
two different figures. Certainly, there is a difference, because (in Christianity we 
cannot become Jesus but in Buddhism) we think that the potential to become a 
Buddha is within us. The Buddha nature is within us, but that has to be developed. 
That is not something just gifted. That is not achieved simply by saying that we have 
faith in the Buddha, therefore, the Buddha is within us. The Buddha is within us by 
nature. Naturally, we have inherent, the natural potential to become a Buddha but we 
have to develop it. 

§ 4. Question About Arhats Attaining Buddhahood 

Yes, this can be reconciled. We said that the Ariyapariyesana Sutta talks about the 
deathlessness. And of course, Sariputra attained Arhatship and he attained 
deathlessness. That's why he was still predicted as having the ability to attain 
Buddhahood. Because he did not die. Now we said Arhats attain deathlessness but 
that does not close the door to their eventual attainment of Buddhahood. And as far 
as rebirth is concerned, no body is saying that the Buddha or the Arhat are reborn in 
the conventional and ordinary way. We are reborn compelled by our karma and we 
are forced to take birth in the form of this person or that person and we continue to 
circle in the samsara. The Mahayana says that the absolute liberation you can have is 
a spontaneous, magical appearance, if you like, in the world and it would appear like 
a normal person, but that person is not conditioned by karma and that person is not 
forced. His appearance in the world is voluntary in order to benefit living beings. So 
there is a difference between the rebirth that happens to ordinary living beings 
conditioned by karma and affliction and the appearance of the living being as an 
enlightened being in the world. It is not that they have to stay in this world but they 
stay because they made the vow to help liberating other living beings. It is their 
voluntary manifestation in the world and not a compelled or forced rebirth. These 
distinctions are important and they help bridging the gap between the kind of 
statements like 'nirvana is the end of all rebirth' and so forth. It is the end of the 
rebirth in the normal sense of the term but it does not necessarily means extinction, 
does not necessarily mean that there is no further appearance. And from all those 
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declarations that make the statement saying nirvana is extinction, you cannot think 
that the enlightened monks are annihilated after the breaking of the body. If he is 
not annihilated then the door is still open for some kind of activity. 

According to Lotus Sutra, to attain nirvana is a sort of resort/rest and a recuperation 
state and eventually the Arhats will go on to the Bodhisattva path. But there are 
some texts even in the Mahayana saying that an Arhat cannot become a Buddha. 
They just stay in the endless state of Arhatship. So there is some disagreement even 
in the Mahayana tradition whether or not all the Arhats will become Buddhas. The 
Lotus Sutra very clearly says that all the Arhats will eventually become Buddhas. Some 
other Mahayana Sutras, which, I think, are more sectarian-like say, 'watch out, don't 
follow the HTnayana Path, if you follow the HTnayana path you will be stuck in 
Arhatship eternally. So be aware of the HTnayana path.' 

The Lotus Sutra is more liberal and says, don't worry; you can follow the Theravada 
path to become an Arhat and you don't by that necessarily abandon your chance to 
become a Buddha. So there are some differences of opinions regarding the stages. 
As I said in the beginning of this course, we have to be patient. We can't understand 
everything immediately. The Dharma is very deep and profound. According to all the 
Buddhist traditions, whichever you want to look at - the Theravada or the Mahayana 
- the Buddha's teachings are difficult to understand. The Dharma is difficult to 
understand and there are some aspects that still remain as problems. You can't 
pretend to eliminate all the problems and apparent contradictions. But just refer to 
one comment not by any Buddhist master but by Albert Einstein who says, 'solution 
to problems are almost never found at the level the problem presents itself.' So, in 
other words, in order to resolve the problems, we have to also raise ourselves to 
higher levels. We have to gain higher and more comprehensive perspective. And that 
we can do by listening and understanding the Dharma and then by meditation. 
Gradually, we will understand things that we did not understand initially. I have been 
involved in Buddhist studies for thirty-five years. There are still many things that I 
don't understand. There are many more things I did not understand thirty-five years 
ago, thirty, twenty-five, twenty years ago, but gradually, as your practice and studies 
deepen you understand more and more. But it would be foolish and pretentious to 
expect to understand everything even in the course of one lifetime. 

§ 5. Question About the References in Pali Canon 
Attacking the Mahayana 

We don't have a lot of documentation of that sort. The fact is that there was a kind of 
schism, which was not a philosophical, but a geographical schism more than 
anything else. There was contact between the Mahayana and the Sthaviravada in 
India until the 4th-5th cen. We do have some debate in Indian literature. When we 
come to the second phase of this course, we will look into the works of Nagarjuna, 
where we will see certain documentation of the disagreement between the 
Mahayana and the HTnayana point of view with regard to the nature of nirvana, the 
nature of Interdependent Origination and so forth. I am personally not aware of any 
documentation that directly refuses or tends to refuse or attack the Mahayana. I am 
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not primarily a Pali scholar. My works are with Sanskrit and Tibetan sources. I would 
be interested to see the references in Pali attacking the Mahayana. I am not aware of 
it. In the Kathavatthu of the Abhidhamma canon, we have the debates between non- 
Mahayana schools. There are debates with VatsTputrTyas, Sarvastivada, Vibhajyavadins 
and so forth but the Mahayana is not mentioned. 

So I think any Pali texts refuting or directly attacking the Mahayana have to be post 
Common Era. We don't have, for example, in the Buddhaghosha's Visuddhimagga, 
the direct attack or the criticism of the Mahayana. If there were, we would have 
noticed. It is strange. One might expect something should be there in that text. But 
we don't have it. 

§ 6. Question About Whether One Should Follow the 
Theravada Path or the Mahayana Path 

I would like to begin with a few reflections following on yesterday's discussion, the 
questions that arose at the end of the session. The first thing I want to say is that my 
appearance here is not to convert any one to the Mahayana. My time here is to teach 
the basic doctrines of the Mahayana and I am trying to do that in best of my ability. 
As a matter of fact, if people out there who sincerely trained within the Theravada 
tradition, who are earnestly striving to become Arhats, the last thing I want to do is 
to discourage them or change their mind or confuse them or to drag them into the 
Mahayana path. That's the last thing that I wanted to do. Actually, I would be happy 
to see more Arhats, whether they sometime in the future become Buddha or not or 
whether they remain dwelling in nirvana or not. 

6.1. Aspiring for the Goal of Arhatship or Aspiring for 

Buddhahood is a Personal Choice 

A Tibetan historian, who wrote history of Buddhism in India, commented upon the 
fact that they had difficult time convening Arhats to take part in the fourth council. 
The question was why there were so few Arhats at the time of the fourth council at 
the end of the 1st cen. CE as you might have remembered. And he answered the 
question in the following way. 

Today, there are not so many Arhats as they were during the time of the 
Buddha, because today they spend more time in debate. They don't spend 
enough time in meditation and secluded contemplation. 
So to achieve Arhatship is the highest commendable goal. I always remember of one 
of the master of the Thai Forest meditation tradition, who was believed to be an 
Arhat by many. He, at one point said that he made a decision to strive for Arhatship 
single-mindedly, because so long he has the inclination, the temptation to follow the 
Bodhisattva path, he is only delaying his progress toward nirvana or Arhatship. So at 
the end of the day, whether you follow the Theravada path aspiring for the goal of 
Arhatship or you follow the Mahayana path aspiring for Buddhahood and so on, is 
just a personal choice. This is a choice that everybody has to make according to 
his/her own judgment. One has to make choice of which kind of practice congenial 
to him/her, which goal is attractive to him/her and which goal is suitable to him/her. 
So this is a personal decision. 
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My purpose here is to tell you about the Mahayana doctrines and what the 
Mahayana discourses or the Sutras say. 

6.2. Mahayana Sutras are There for Extolling, Praising and 

Declaring the Superiority of the Goal of Buddhahood 

and Superiority of the Bodhisattva Path 

Naturally, the part of the agenda and purpose of the Mahayana Sutras is to 
depreciate the value of Arhatship. The Mahayana Sutras extol the value of the 
Bodhisattva path. They convey the excellence of aspiring to become a Buddha. In 
that sense, they are propagandizing, they are putting forward an agenda to 
depreciate or devalue the Arhat. Not only in the Lotus Sutra but the same thing 
happened in the Vimaiakirti-nirdesa Sutra and many other Mahayana Sutras. This is 
not surprising, because the Mahayana Sutras are there for that purpose. They are 
there for extolling, praising and declaring the superiority of the goal of Buddhahood 
and superiority of the Bodhisattva path. So it is not surprising that we will find in the 
Mahayana Sutras some criticism of the Arhats. That's why we find some references of 
Arhat goal as being limited, inferior and provisional etc. This is not surprising. 

§ 7. Question About the Theravada Refutation of the 

Mahayana 

I said that to my knowledge there are none. None that I know about. I think that is 
for the reason that the easiest and the best way to refuse the Mahayana from the 
Theravada point of view is just to ignore it. Just to ignore the authenticity of the 
Mahayana scriptures. If you refuse to acknowledge that the Mahayana scriptures are 
authentic then you don't have any need to engage in any debate with the Mahayana. 

If you engage in the philosophical debate with the Mahayana then you are going to 
find yourself in some difficulty, because as I pointed out there are lot of Mahayana 
elements in the Theravada Pali canon. It will be very difficult for you to refuse the 
Mahayana, simply, on the basis of the commonly accepted scriptures. I will give you 
some examples. 

7.1. Nirvana 

Let take, for instance, the definition of nirvana. A lot of debate, a lot of disagreement 
occur between the Mahayana and the Theravada in matter of terminology and in the 
matter of definition. So what is the definition of nirvana? We know that the Buddha 
defined nirvana in different ways according to the Pali texts. The Buddha said that 
the nirvana is unconditioned, that it is beyond birth and death and that it is beyond 
earth, water, fire and air and so forth. But the Buddha also defined nirvana as the 
highest bliss, supreme happiness {paramam sukham). So the Buddha defined nirvana 
in various ways, not only in negative terms but also in positive terms. In addition to 
all of these texts, we look into the excerpts from the Pali Suttas, where the Buddha 
specifically said nirvana or the Tathagata after death is not non-existent. In addition 
to that the whole conception of extinction in the formula of the Four Noble Truth, 
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the third noble truth is not stated in terms of extinction. Nirvana, the third noble 
truth is called cessation or nirodha. Some people translate it as cessation. What does 
the extinction means? How extinction is different from annihilation? Why did 
Yamaka, for example, held the view that the Tathagata after nirvana gets annihilated? 
How is it that Yamaka's view of the monks, whose minds are free from outflows 
{asavas, after death, are totally annihilated? How is that the view is expressed and 
criticized as an evil view? What does nirodha or cessation mean? Is it meant in a 
simplistic nihilistic way? I don't think so. It means the cessation of defilements. It 
means the cessation of karma. That doesn't mean cessation of some form of being. 
Let us look also the second noble truth, the noble truth of cause of suffering. How is 
that defined? How is that explained? The second of the four noble truths (I am sure 
all of you know) is the truth of craving. There are three kinds of craving from the 
definition of the second noble truth. What are they? Craving for sensual pleasure, 
craving for existence and the craving for non-existence. Now it would be very odd 
that one of the forms of craving is the craving for non-existence and nirvana is non- 
existent. So what I am trying to say is that nirvana by nature is indefinable. We 
cannot really define nirvana. We can only point at it. We can only make certain 
indirect or suggestive description. Nirvana like all suggestive metaphor of experience 
is essentially indefinable. When I first came to Southeast Asia I was giving a talk on 
the four noble truths and talking about the inexpressibility of nirvana, I used an 
example. Suppose I never tested the fruit Durian, how you explain to me what Durian 
tastes like? How could I come to understand even with all descriptions of it? This is a 
simple example. 

Today, there is a branch of modern/contemporary philosophy called 'Consciousness 
Study.' It is one of the classical thought experiment and principal field of 
consciousness study. This study is called the "Study of the Red Room." The idea of 
this experiment is that suppose you have put someone who has never seen a color 
red in a room. The room contains no red object but you have all possible information 
about the color red; the wave-length about the color red, thousands of examples of 
the color red, apples cherries and so forth. No pictures, but just words like apples are 
red, cherries are red and so on. You have all possible information about red but 
without the presence of an actual red thing. Would that person ever, no matter how 
long he works on it, no matter how seriously he studies about red, know what red 
was? The answer is he wouldn't. He has to experience red in order to know what 
red is. 

Similarly, the essential character of nirvana is that it is indescribable. So it is beyond 
existence and non-existence, both existence and non-existence. And it is also can't 
be called extinction in the sense that if you call/define nirvana as extinction, you have 
to qualify that extinction. You have to say extinction of klesa or extinction of karma. 
You cannot call just extinction. If you call extinction then it is similar to annihilation, 
similar to non-existence. The common meaning of extinction in English is dead and 
dead for long time like dinosaurs. The dinosaurs are in extinct. So I don't think you 
can call nirvana as an extinction. Actually, the first translation of the Lotus Sutra, 
which I didn't want to use for this course, was by a person named Kern and every 
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time the term nirvana occur in the text, he translated it as 'death.' Let us forgive him 
and be compassionate. He translated the text hundred years ago. But if one 
translates nirvana as extinction or as death then it is to some extent a nihilistic view. 
All the materialists believe that when the body break up nothing exist, nothing 
follow. That is when they die, it is all the same as nirvana. They don't have to practice, 
don't have to achieve anything. So materialists and a lot of people today believe that 
when the body breaks up, that's it. They enter into extinction. So I think, you need to 
be careful not to conceive nirvana nihilistically in this materialistic sense. That doesn't 
mean that we have to believe everything that Mahayana says. 

We don't have to believe all of the Mahayana declaration about the eventual destiny 
of the Arhats. You can believe that or can reserve judgment. All that we ask from 
anyone is to reserve his/her judgment. You don't have to believe it, but reserve 
judgment, let it be. You don't have to necessarily discard it. 

7.2. Arhat Pindola Bharadvaja in the Sarvastivada Vinaya 

Now we will look into one pre-Mahayana school. Here, I am referring to the early 
Sarvastivada and its Vinaya. They are not Pali sources, but Sanskrit sources. They are 
early sources and not full-fledged Mahayana sources. I have already talked about the 
Sarvastivada inclination toward the Bodhisattva path and their fascination with the 
Jataka stories and so forth. 

The Sarvastivada Vinaya also contains a couple of interesting legends. Let us call 
them legends as they were not facts; they were believed and preserved in the 
Sarvastivada texts. This legend is about the Arhat Pindola Bharadvaja. Some of you 
might know the story. 

During the time of the Buddha there was a householder. He put a gold alms bowl on 
top of a very high pole of may be 40 or 50 feet high. He said, "I want to see if any 
monk or an ascetic can fetch that bowl from that pole." He was demanding the proof 
of miraculous power. So a number of ascetics tried to fetch the bowl upon the pole, 
but none of them succeeded. Pindola Bharadvaja came along, flew on the top of the 
pole, took the golden alms bowl and flew around the town three times. According to 
another story, he took a piece of a mountain also and flew around the town. Any 
way, the Buddha did not approve this kind of demonstrations of super natural 
powers. So according to the legend, the Buddha punished Pindola by saying, "You 
cannot enter into nirvana, you have to remain in the world." The story goes on. 

Now at the assembly of the third council every one was there including Moggaliputta 
Tissa, other Theras and king Asoka. The seat of honor was empty. King Asoka was 
getting little impatient. He thought that Moggaliputta Tissa would take that seat but 
every one was waiting. All of a sudden flying through the sky comes the Arhat 
Pindola. 

Now this is three hundred and fifty years after the Buddha. Arhat Pindola takes the 
seat of honor in the council. His eyebrows are grown white and so long that he had 
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to lift them up in order to look out. Then later emperor Asoka asked Pindola to take 
him around the sites where the great event of the Buddha's life took place. So 
Pindola acted as a guide of Asoka and took him to the various sites. Now, whichever 
way we want to weigh the story, according to the legend one of the Arhat did not 
enter into nirvana but still continued to be present in the world. Pindola was one of 
the sixteen Arhats. They are very important in the Chinese tradition. They act as 
guardians and protectors of the Dharma and they don't enter into parinirvana. 

Similarly, in the Sarvastivada Vinaya there is a story about Mahakasyapa. 
Mahakasyapa is, in fact, in a tomb in a mountain, remained in this mountain and will 
remain in this mountain until the coming of the future Buddha Maitreya. At that time, 
Mahakasyapa is supposed to hand his bowl and robe over to Maitreya, the next 
Buddha. So the Sarvastivadins also had this idea that the Arhats do not necessarily 
enter into nirvana but continue to be present in this world. 

My point is simply that the question about what happens after nirvana was an open 
question during the formative period of Buddhism, and even before the advent of 
the Mahayana. So let us remember that the nirvana is an indefinable state and that it 
is not existence, not non-existence, not both existence and non-existence, not 
neither existence nor non-existence. It is the highest happiness, the greatest good 
and it is beyond all our conceptions. I think we need to keep these in mind. We need 
to recognize that we cannot simply define it as extinction, non-existence or 
annihilation, because there are too many evidences even in the Pali canon that don't 
allow us to define nirvana as such. (So these are some thoughts came to my mind 
following upon the question and answer session). 

§ 8. Question on the nirvana of the Mahayana 

The nirvana of Mahayana is not very different from the Theravada if we look into 
those passages where it is made clear that nirvana is indescribable, inexpressible. It is 
beyond the conceptions of existence, non-existence, both non-existence and non 
non-existence. It is the highest bliss. It is peace and beyond all limitation. It is beyond 
all worldly reality such as earth, water, fire, air and the like. 

So there is not much difference between the Theravada nirvana and the Mahayana 
nirvana. I think, some scholars and some people tended to emphasize the negative 
aspect/the negative description of the nirvana trying to equate nirvana with 
extinction and taken extinction as an end itself which is equivalent to annihilation or 
nothingness (as I tried to explain that this morning). What does extinction or nirodha 
mean? It is the extinction of afflictions. It is the extinction of ignorance, attachment 
and aversion and the extinction of karma. It doesn't mean extinction in ontological 
and in a realistic sense. 

You remember, what we read in the Kaccayanagotta Sutta, the world is used to rely 
on conceptions like existence and non-existence. These notions of existence and 
non-existence are responsible for bondage. The point that the Mahayana is trying to 
make is that nirvana should not be conceived as non-existence, and nirvana is 
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inconceivable, transcendental, and inexpressible. We can't pin nirvana down. And this 
is in agreement with the fundamental teachings of the Buddha. 

Some people have tended to think of nirvana as non-existence, as annihilation and 
as extinction. They haven't bother to take in consideration that it is explicitly ruled 
out by the Buddha in many places, even in the Pali canon. So I don't think that we 
have a big different view of nirvana according to the Mahayana and the Theravada. 
What the Mahayana encourages people is to strive for even beyond nirvana, which is 
ultimate, supreme and perfect Enlightenment, the 'Samyak Sambodhi,' that the 
Buddha attained. So in that sense, the Buddha attained nirvana but he also attained 
the supreme, ultimate and perfect Enlightenment. And along with that supreme, 
ultimate and perfect enlightenment he also achieved all of the capabilities like the 
knowledge of the mental states of living beings, the capability to teach living beings 
according to their capacity to understand, the various powers of manifestations, 
miraculous powers and so forth to help living beings., Some of the powers Arhat also 
had, but just not as the same degree as possessed by the Buddha. 

So I think, in general, we should keep this in mind that nirvana is inconceivable, 
inexpressible and it is beyond the extremes of existence and non-existence. If you 
keep this in mind then you will have a better appreciation of all the teachings of 
Buddhism whether it is the Theravada or the Mahayana teaching. 

The teaching of the Buddha is the teaching of the Middle Way and one of the most 
important meanings of the Middle Way is to avoid both extremes of existence and 
non-existence. The Buddha said to Kaccayana, "it is because of relying on the view of 
existence and non-existence the world is in bondage, that the people experience 
suffering, that the people experience birth and death in the cycle of samsara." So you 
transcend/go beyond/give up the factors of the description of existence and non- 
existence in nirvana. This is probably the most profound and also the most difficult 
thing to do in Buddhism. We are used to relying on existence and non-existence. Our 
mind is programmed in a binary fashion. We are used to thinking in terms of 'is' and 
'is not,' in terms of existence and non-existence. But the aim should be to abandon 
that, to go beyond that and to gain Middle Way taught by the Buddha. When we 
achieve/realize that Middle Way, the way to nirvana and Enlightenment is open. This 
is quite a big topic. To explain it in few minutes and in few words is very difficult. And 
I also don't know what nirvana is, since I haven't attained nirvana. I can't put nirvana 
in words. Only thing I can do is to point to nirvana. There is a passage in the 
Lahkavatara Sutra which we are going to talk about later. The passage also taken up 
by the Chan and Zen tradition. It is the example of the finger pointing at the moon. 
In the case of the Zen it is pointing the finger at the moon and in the case of the 
Lahkavatara Sutra it is is pointing the finger at any thing. The people tend to take the 
finger as the 'thing'; they look at the finger and not at the moon, and that is what 
happens in the description of nirvana, when it is said, "nirvana is not earth, water fire 
and air," people would say, "ah! That is nirvana. I know what is nirvana now because 
it is beyond earth, water fire and air." And someone else would say, "nirvana is 
supreme bliss," and they would say, "I know, nirvana is supreme bliss." But all of 
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these descriptions of nirvana are just signposts. If you go on the highway, I am sure 
you will see the signposts of Penang. Or you will see the signposts of Surat Thani, or 
Songkhla or Hatyai. Those signposts are not Surat Thani or Songkhla or Hatyai, they 
are not Penang, they are just signposts. You won't know what Penang is like until you 
go there. A signpost is just an indication and it is same for all conceptual definitions 
of nirvana. Whatever we say about nirvana are just ways of conveying some notion 
and hinting at nirvana. It is just suggesting what nirvana might be. It is quite helpful 
sometime to make clear what we can exactly say and what we can't say about 
nirvana. 

Have you heard the story of the turtle and the fish? The gist of the story is if you 
don't experience yourself, it is very difficult to convey in words. The experiment of 
the red is the similar case. 

§ 9. Question About Western Paradise or Pure Land 

I don't think any Buddhist school including the Pure Land school claims that the 
Western Paradise, the Pure Land is the final goal. The Pure Land is the place where 
people are trained to become Buddhas eventually. So the Western Paradise has the 
similar kind of status. The Western Paradise is like a college for the future Buddhas. 

People don't aspire to go to the Pure Land because they expect to stay there forever. 
They go to the Pure Land, because it is easier to practice, to train for future 
Buddhahood. There in the Pure Land you don't have lot of obstacles that arise in this 
world because of the evil-minded people so on and so forth. So the Pure Land is just 
like a training ground/training camp for the future Buddhas. It is not supposed to be 
the final destination. Even according to the proponent of the Pure Land, they would 
not say that the Pure Land is the final goal. 

It is a mistake when sometime people compare the Pure Land to heaven in the 
Christian or Islamic tradition. That is wrong, because the heaven is the final 
destination for the Christianity and Islam. For Buddhism Western Paradise is not the 
final destination. The Western Paradise or Pure Land is just a good place conducive 
to prepare for the progress towards the path of Buddhahood. 

§ 10. Question About the Distinction of Buddha Sakyamuni 
in the Mahayana and in the Theravada. 

If I am talking about the Buddha in a Mahayana context then I am referring to an 
enlightenment energy or enlightenment principle. When I am talking about the 
Buddha in the historical context from the Theravada point of view then I am talking 
about the Buddha Sakyamuni. You just have to see the context. I can try to make a 
point to classify which interpretation I am using, but in the most cases it would be 
clear. 

In the Lotus Sutra, there is a kind of blurring in the lines when it talks about the 
Buddha Sakyamuni. The Buddha Sakyamuni is also the energy of the transcendental 
Buddha. It is just when we talk about the Buddha Sakyamuni, we talk about the 
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particular manifestation of the transcendental Buddha. So the distinction is between 
the Buddha as super-mundane principle/super-mundane enlightenment energy and 
the Buddha as a historical figure, as a manifestation in time and space. One thing 
about the Buddha Sakyamuni in the Lotus Sutra is kind of outside time and space. It 
is said, yes, he is on the vulture Peak and so forth, but he is not on the Vulture Peak 
that you and I see. It is a kind of a parallel reality/the reality that is outside, the reality 
with which we are familiar. This is true about other realities like Tusita heaven, for 
example and other worlds that Buddhism acknowledges. 

Somebody during the break asked me whether the thirty-one planes are accepted in 
the Mahayana? Yes, except that Mahayana generally put six spheres. The six spheres 
include the beings that are classified in the terms of thirty-one categories. So what 
about the sphere or realm of hungry ghosts, what about the realm of demigods? 
Where are those realms? Where are they? Are they on Mars, or Neptune or 
somewhere under the sea? Where is the hell? If we tilt the earth do we find the hell? 
Of course not. They are parallel reality depending on the mental condition of the 
beings living there. They don't have any place in state that we know in geographical 
term that we understand it. Parallel reality exist depend on the karma of being who 
dwells in it. 

§ 11. Question About When the Theravada Path Originated 

HTnayana path or the Theravada path originated with the Dhammacakkappavattana 
Sutta when the Buddha taught the four noble truths to the first five monks and that 
is the foundation of the Theravada path. Although the path and the goal of 
Buddhism was an ancient one, historically the HTnayana path originated with 
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta and followed by the Anattalakkhana Sutta. 

§ 12. Question About the Term Mahayana Occurring in the 

Theravada 

If you mean by historical documentation of the Mahayana Sutras, the Buddha used 
all over the place. Many times in the excerpts, the Buddha had talked about the great 
vehicle at great length. Certainly, in the Mahayana Sutras you find the term 
Mahayana in the mouth of the Buddha. 

In the Theravada discourses, to my knowledge there is no direct reference to the 
Great Way. There are references in the discourses dealing with sunyata. There are, of 
course, many references to the figure of Bodhisattva. The figure of Bodhisattva is 
referring to Anuttara Samyak Sambodhi. There is no specific reference to the Great 
Way, the Mahayana to my knowledge. But there are no references of Theravada 
either. We don't see in the Pali Suttas, we don't find any reference to the Theravada. 
These are scholastic names that were applied to the different traditions later on in 
the course of development of Buddhism after the time of the Buddha. 

§ 13. Question About Mahakassapa 

There are many versions of life and character of Mahakassapa (Mahakasyapa in 
Sanskrit). If you look into the Theravada Vinaya and the stories in the Theravada 
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tradition, Mahakassapa was a great archetypal, exemplary monk. If you look into the 
Sarvastivada Vinaya, Mahakassapa was more like a Yogi. Mahakassapa used to live in 
the forest. He had long hair. Lot of rich householder would not give him alms 
because he was too dirty and was too wild looking. One time he was begging food 
from a leper and one of the fingers of the leper fell into his alms bowl and he ate it. 
So there are different images of Mahakassapa depending on which Vinaya you look 
at. Look at the Theravada Vinaya Mahakassapa was a perfect monk, an organized 
person, and traditional administrator. Look at the Sarvastivada Vinaya Mahakassapa 
was a Yogi, very unconventional. So when you look at the figure like Mahakassapa 
and so forth, we are looking at from the distance of two thousand and five hundred 
years. We are looking through different telescope. We are looking through 
Theravada telescope and we are looking through Sarvastivada telescope. 

So I would not like to base my judgment of what is real Buddhism and what is not on 
the figure of Mahakassapa or even on the figure of Nagarjuna for that matter. It is 
only because Nagarjuna to my mind interprets the teachings of the Buddha in a way 
that make sense to me, that causes me to respect him not simply because of the fact 
that he is called by the Mahayanists the second Buddha. So, I think we can look into 
these figures in their context. Let us come to the real point. Doesn't matter whether 
we are monks or lay people. As Buddhists, we are trying to get rid of our afflictions. 
We are trying to reduce our ignorance, attachment and aversion. Let's not get too 
much entangled in the personalities or in the details of the debate. Let's look at the 
teachings. Let's see how the teachings can help us. Let's put the teachings into 
practice. 

As I said this morning, if you feel uncomfortable with the Mahayana teaching, that's 
fine. There is no compulsion here. That's the wonderful thing about Buddhism. 
Everybody is entitled to have his or her opinion. So the main thing is to take 
whatever you can from the teachings, put them into practice, work it out yourself. 
That is the only thing I can say. 

Since Mahakassapa came before Nagarjuna, so the Theravada tradition is earlier. 
Who was Mahakassapa? Maybe we should go and find Mahakassapa in the mountain 
and see what he has to say. 
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